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ABSTRACT

The effects on readers of direct quotations versus
paraphrases, and reader comprehension of material from direct
quotations versus paraphrases were examined in this experiment. Four
reasonably short and clear stories--two speech stories and two
interview stories--were selected from metropolitan daily newspapers.
Two versions of each story were set into type and printed: one with
all statements attributed to the speaker by means of direct quotes,
and one with all statements attributed to the speaker by means of
paraphrases. Results of this experiment on the use of direct
quotations versus paraphrases indicated that: (1) quotation marks did
not significantly influence how 126 college students evaluated the
stories; (2) the use of direct quotes did result in more dramatic and
more emotional perceptions of the persons in the stories; and (3) no
consistent significant difference was found concerning reader
conprehension and retention of material given in direct quotes versus
the same material given in paraphrases. (RB)
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Journalism students and professional writers often are advised by
their professors or editors to "get good quotes" to make their articles
more interesting and lively. A student might be told, for example, that
his story has too few direct quotations. On the other hand, a writer might
be told that some quotes in his article are long and awkward and should be
paraphrased.

Such advice is commonplace. But what does the reader think about
direct quotes versus paraphrases? What effect do they have on how he
evaluates an article's interest and liveliness? And is there a difference
in a reader’'s comprehension of material quoted directly as opposed to the
same material paraphrased?

This paper reports an experiment designed to examine 1) the "effect"
on readers of direct quotations vs. paraphrases, and 2) reader comprehension
of material from direct quotations vs. paraphrases. A survey of the litera-
ture reveals that apparently such basic questions regarding direct quotes

and paraphrases have never been scientifically examined.

What the Textbooks Say

Most journalism writing and editing textbooks discuss direct quotes and
paraphrases. A preliminary question concerns when the use of quotations
marks is correct.

Verbatim or not? The literal meaning of quotation marks in attributing

a statement to a speaker is that the words within the marks are verbatim,




ne

down to the last "a," "an" and "the." Taking down oral statements word for
word and then writing them that way, however, can pose a problem, especially
for beginners. While one takes down a statement verbatim, he may miss some-
thing else the speaker says.

Whether writers should follow the verbatim rule religiously is debated
in textboou.s and by professionals. Many professionals argue for changing
direct quotes slightly, perhaps correcting improper grammar and omitting
redundancies and doing other condensing--still enclosing the remarks within
quotation marks. That argument boils down to giving the gist of the speaker's
remarks with no change in meaning, yet doing so in a succinct and readable
manner.

The counter argument holds that there are hazards in changing direct
quotes. In his textbook on magazine-article writing, William Rivers declares:

Never use quotation marks unless you are certain that

the words are precisely what was said. . . . The magazine writer

who refines the rough-hewn English of Mayor Richard Daley of

Chicago creates for himself a credibility problem because his

readers will contrast his version of Daley's speaking style with

the reality presented by radio and television.l
Authors of several texts point out similar hazardsz; Rivers and Wilbur
Schramm sum them up concisely:

The reporter_who becomes accustomed to making a few changes

th direct quote§7 here and there where change doesn't seem to

matter may unconsciously make other changes that matter a great

deal. Truth is the habit that must be ingrained.3

These arguments involve practical and ethical questions, and the debate
has not been won by either side. The issue in this experiment is not so

much these arguments as whether quotation marks make any real difference

to the reader. What do the textbooks advise in regard to quotation marks?
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Advice on direct guotes and paraphrases. Rivers states that both direct

juoteg¢ and paraphrases are vital to most magazine profiles.L In another
magazine-writing text, George Bird writes:

Quotations hold a fascination all their own. Anybody
can prove this by noting how in reading short stories or
novels he Jumps from one patch of dialogue to the next. .

. Quotations also usually carry the action in any piece
of writing, whether fact or fiction. antinued reading
trains readers to appreciate this fact.

One author declares that the best speech stories confain full sentences
and full paragraphs of direct quotes.6 Another suggests that one rule of
thumb is to use one airect quote for every two indirect quotes, explaining
that:

Sometimes the reporter can get the speaker's point

across in better, more understandable words than those

used in the speech. Overuse of direct quotes is a form

of laziness in which the reporter does nothing but give

the exact words of the speaker, clear or not. At Ghe same

time, a complete absence of direct quotes may indicate a

note-taking deficiency on the part of the reporter.7

The authors cite various reasons for their advice. To Rudolph Flesch,
direct quotes are dashes of color; they are vivid, dramatic, interesting
and good for helping readers remember the main poirnts in stories.8 To
Ralph Izard, et al., direct quotes can personalize a story, enhance its
readability, make it more real; they are valuable in expressing opinion,
humor and the unusual or profound.9 Carl Warren speaks of direct quotes

O and Gilmore and Root, and Curtis Mac-

11

as being lively and interesting,l
Dougall, suggest that the quotation mark lends authenticity.

Mitchell Charnley declares that quoting a speaker too much may be
less informative than - 3ing careful paraphrases; he suggests that para-
phrases keep stories from running too long and may be more interesting

than many direct quotes.l2 Most authors agree that the paraphrase or
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indirect quote ic useful in condensing long direct quotes.
The following experiment was designed to test the validity of such

textbook advice.

Method

Pour reasonably clear and short stories--two speech stories and two
interview stories--were selected from metropolitan daily newspapers. News-
paper articles rather than magazine stories or passages from books were used
because of their brevity, which was necessary for the experiment. Each story
relied heavily on direct quotes or paraphrases attributed to only one person.
The stories concerned persons who were not generally well-known in order
that the person in each story did not unduly affect the reader's Judgment.
Fach article dealt with a different subject: a science fiction TV show, a
speech by an out-of-state politician, the report of a medical study and a
speech by a soil scientist. Considering the range of stories printed in
the media, this is a limited list, but the stories do cover a variety of
subjects.

Two versions of each story were set into type and printed: 1) one with
all statements attributed to the speaker by means of direct quotes, and 2) one
with all statements attributed to the speaker by means of paraphrases. .Both
versions were identical except for the differences in gquotation marks and
paraphrases; the following examples (part of one story) illustrate those
differences:

Version 1 (all direct quoteil AMES., lowu - A soil scientist at Towa
State  University  predicts  that crop
production in that state would drop 50
per cent this year without the use of
chemical fertilizers,

“And it would drop unother 25§
per cent in 1974 ax soil nutrients are
further depleted,” Dr. Frunk J. Litz
predicted.

“We must learn to live with fertilizer
or starve,” Dr. Litz said.

“lowa farmers never made more than
20 bushels of corn per acre prior lo
1942 he continued. “With the aid of
more nitrogen and other tertilizers, the
1972 yield was about 80 bushels per acre,
Similar increases have been made in other

crops.”



) AMES, Towa A soil saientist at lowa
Version ? (all pgraphrasegl State  University  predicts  that  crop
production in that state would drop 50
per cent this yvear without the use of
chemical fertilizers.
It would drop another 25 per cent in
1974 as  soil nutrients  are  further
depleted. Dr, Frunk J. Litz predicted.
He said people must learn to live with
tertilizers or starve.
lowa farmers never made more than
20 bushels of corn per acre prior to 1942,
he continued. Dr. Litz said that with the
aid of nitrogen and other fertilizers, the
1972 yield was about 80 bushels per acre
and that similar increases have been made
in other crops.

Fach subject in the experiment received one version of each of the four
stories. Questionnaire packets were prepared so that each subject received
two Versions 1 (all direct quotes) and two Versions 2 (all paraphrases),
each version from a different story. To insure that siory or version order
in the packets did not bias the evaluations, the packets were prepared so
that each story and each version appeared first, second, third and fourth
an equal number of times.

Subjects were asked to evaluate both the stories and the persons
mentioned in them separately because the direct quotes and paraphrases could
affect the perception of each. Eight sets of polar adjectives suggested
by the textbook advice were provided to rate stories: accurate-inaccurate,
objective-subjective, believable-unbelievable, informative-uninformative,
interesting-uninteresting, concise-wordy, readable-unreadable and colorful-
colorless. Another eight sets suggested by the textbooks were provided to
rate the person mentioned in e~ch story: dramatic-undramatic, believable-
unbelievable, informed-uninf.. rmed, interesting-uninteresting, effective-
ineffective, colorful-colorless, precise-vague and emotional-rational.

" . . . . 1
Seven-point semantic differential scales were used. 3
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Subjects were instructed to read the articles at their usual pace,
without giving undue consideration to their evaluations-and without looking
back at the stories once they had read them. After reading each story and
evaluating both the story and the person in it, subjects were asked to
complete a comprehension quiz on each story, consisting of four multiple-
choice questions based only on the material that had been either directly
quoted or paraphrased.

After pretesting, the questionnaire was distributed randomly to students
in an introductory course in mass communications and a journalism history-
law course at the University of North Carolina. Most of the 98 students
in the introductory course were freshmen with no other jourmalism courses
to their credit and with little or no journalism experience. Most of the
28 students in the history-law course were juniors or seriors with more
extensive journalism backgrounds.

To evaluate more exactly the effects of the students' backgrounds on
their evaluations, each was asked to report his class in school, the
journalism courses he had taken and was taking and the amount of practical
Jjournalism experience he had. In addition, students were asked how often
they read a daily newspaper and waitched the evening news on television--
two typical media-use questions--in order to test the effect of media

exposure on their evaluations.

Results

Evaluations of stories and persons. TFigure 1 shows the 126 students'

mean rating on each of the 16 adjective sets for all four stories. In most

cases, the ratings were extremely close for Versions 1 (all direct quotes)




T
ard Yaseiana ” (a1l pararhroses). In other words, a look at the mean ovaluations
indi~ates that anotation marks apnenr to have made little overall difference

in ovalvatiens of the storins or--in most cases-- the persons in the stories.

Figure 1 about here

fonsiderine all the student subjects in the exveriment, analysis of th-e

data by a Jifference-of-means text (t—testlb)

shows that quotation marks made
no statistically significant difference in reader evaluation of the stories
themserlves. Table 1 shows no significant differences in how readers of direct
aotes ve., readaws of naravhrases rated the stories on accuracy, objectivity,

believability, informativeness. interest, conciseness, readability or

rolorfulness. This conftradicts the preponderance of textbook advice.

Table 1 about here

Table 1 also shows that evaluations of the persons in the stories
4id not differ sisrnificantly on six of the eight adjective sets. Persons
aroted directly. however, were rated significantly more dramatic and mori
emn*inmal than the same nersons whose remarks were paraphrased. This lagt :finding
iz in line with snme of the textbool: advice. ‘
Crr*+=nlline for class. sex, Aaily newspaner readership, evenins television
news exposu~e and journalism exverience did result in several additional

significant Aiffe-encec srre Tab’e 2). In no cace, however, were more than

ont-third of the total rurber of differences (21) statistically sismificrnt.

Table ? about hcre

In mo:t 2omeg, nnt msre thon P ol the 21 wveriablegdif:cred cimnificantly
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TARL 1
T-Test: 211 Snbjects
Means of Menns of

Versionsg 1 Versions 2 ™ Score P
(n=126) (n=1°06)

Adllectives pating stories:

Acoairate -Iinaccurnte

\J'-L
e
-0
(@]

5.433 ~0. 38 NS

Qb lentive=8ul fective

>
o)
"

.. 802 -0.76 NS

deiltevable-Ibelievanle

\\:“.

\n

I o
o \-4'_{
[9=TENENG]

5.606 0.8 N
ntopeat tve="minTormative 5.505 -0.76 NS
Tnte pogting=Tmintercsting ty« 980 5.115 -0.98 IS
cnetago=ordy 5.091 5.095 -0.03 NG
{ordanla-"nreadatle 5.393 5.341 0.43 13

Colarful-Colnrless he.231 .02 1.47 NS

Aciectives roting persons:

Jreanatic-ndrematic L.912 L.h2l 3.52 <,0001

3rlisvable-nbelievablc 5.159 T, 206 -0.26 NS

Informed-minformed 5.h22 5. 385 . 2R NS

Interceting-nintere

£7]

ting 1. 900 L.rE5 0.11 N
TPfagtive-Inatfect tve £,032 L. BARE 1.10 Mo
falarinl-Colorless . 1150 !+ 315 1.00 BB
Precise-Vague I'. 896 1 .90%6 -0.71 S

Trmoti annl-3ationnal li. 350 3,932 2.%9  <,01

Coprehrnsion CuestioE ™

Cueation 1 1.341 1.421 -1.13 NS
cuestion 2 1.2374 1.333 0.00 NS

roection 72 1.°270 1..:05 -2.ny <

o 1.389 1.375 0.20 NG

fueabhion

fotal Anawers Correch 2,321 1,230 1.15 NS

The nenles uacd were such thet 7 waa tha flrst adlective iIn
nrehn get, o0 1 waa the second.
Q v omeatlonn 1, o coprrcc® SN3IWer wWAS coded 13 an incorrecr
ERIC anawep 4. hepe wat only one correct answer for each guestion.
o
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8
between the direct quotes and paraphrase groups. Considering the entire sample
and the 10 subgroups, only 12 variables out of 21 differed significantly.

The dramatic-undramatic rating of the persons in the stories was the most
consistently differing variable across the student subgroups. Students in
the introductory course and in the history-law course, males and females,
heavy and light newspaper readers and heavy and light television news viewers
all rated the persons who were quoted directly as being more dramatic than
the persons who were paraphrased. This finding lends additional support to
the same finding for the entire sample.

Another consistent variable was the emotional-rational rating of the
persons in the stories. This rating differed significantly in 5 of the 10
subgroups, lending support to the same finding for the entire sample. In each
case, students who read Versions 1 (all direct quotes) rated the persons
significantly more emotional than did students who read Versions 2 (all para-
phrases).

Comprehension. Table 1 shows that there was very little difference in

comprehension and retention of factual material between Version 1 and Version
2 subjects. O0f the four-question comprehension quizzes for all stories, the
mean scores for all subjects in the experiment differed significantly only

on one question, indicating that direct quotations and paraphrases made little
overall difference in comprehension and retention of factual material from the
stories.

Controlling for class, sex, newspaper readership, television news
exposure and journalism experience did result in a few significant differences
in comprehension between subgroups (see Table 2), but there was no consistent
significant difference across all subgroups.

Further results. It should be pointed out that in all cases of significant

differences--except those involving heavy newspaper readers and subjects with

considerable journalism experience--that Version 1 subjects produced higher



satinse and hicter comprehonsion scores than did Version 2 subjects. Version

1 eubjiects who were heavy newspaner readers rated the stories significantly

loss infermative and lees interesting on the average than did Version ? subjects.
Versicn 1 subjectns with congiderable journalism experience had gignificantly
lowe» s20m0s on one comprehension question and lower total comprehension

answare cormest than did Vorsion ? subjects.

Thean Aifferences sugeest that beginning college studerts retained more
fartn~1l material fram s*ories using direct quotations than 4id more advanced
stndents., The findinms alsec sugrest that subjects with little journalism
ayrerience fon~? ctories with direct aquotations more believable than did
those subfenrts with more journalism experience. It may be that as students
bezome mcre aware of the prnblems and procedures of writing, they realisze
that dire~t gnotations may not always be representative of a news source's

rermarkes, and may actually be less believeble and informative than well-written

paranhrases.

lievertheless, only 29 significant differences were found of the possible
231 (?1 variables times 11 grouns). This amounts to only 12.5% significant
Aiffarences, vhich can hardly be taken as evidence that direct quotations made
2 congistent 47 fference in evaluations of a story or the person in it, or
that Airect onotations had a significant effect on the comprehension and
retention of facts from a stovry.

Summary and Discussion

Rasnlte of this controlled experiment on the use of direct quotations
versnas naraphrases in four newspaper stories indicate that quotation marks
simrly did not make that much difference overall in how 126 college students
avalunted the ntories or--in most cases--the persons in the stories. This
enntradicts a sreat deal of textbook ndvice.

The nune of Adireect quotes did result in more dramatic and more emotional
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10
rerceotinneg of the persons in the stories. This suggests that a writer misht
irfluence the read-r's percepticn of a porson move v onelins the peroon
dirvoctly than by paraphrasing his remarks. It sugpeste that direct quoten
mictil be more cffentive than paraphrases in characterization, especially
if the writer attemnte to nortray a person as dramatic or emotional.

Ne r~onsistent simificant difference was found concerning reader
comprehensian anAd retentinn of material given in direct quotes as opposed
to the seme material civer in paraphrases.

Findin~s ir thie study are not conclusive because of the fairly small
an? rather homorenems sar-le of readers and because of the 1limited number
"ni range 2f articles used. But this study does raise a guestion as to the
anmiracy of the advice given so freely in many journalism textbooks and

clasees on the use of Airect quotes and paraphrases. n any event, more-

3
o]
6]
4]
v
3

2h ig needed before writers can Wnow exactly what effect their use
cf Airect 7iotes and paraphrases has on readers. Other textbook advice--such

ag the nee of direct guotes in the leads of articles, and alternation of

A

direct and indivect quotations in the body of stories--was not considered

L2

pecifically in this experiment. Further research might well consider those

cinte.
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Chamnley, pp. 108-06.

p]
1'Thn eomontic Aifferential, althovwwh it has becn ariticized as an

inefficier+ measurement mothod, ie gtill widely accepted and nsed in measuring
and comnarine attitude. The semantic differential is a scale based on polar

(omposite) ndjentives such as pood-bad, fast-slow, rough-smooth, interesting-

ninterestine, Subierts are asked to mark the scale in one of 2 number of

spaces.  *n odd number of spaces is used, allowing for a neutral point, the
contar space on the scale. Judements of attitudes are based on the distance
from the endes of the scale the mark is placed. One criticism of the semantic
Aifferential is that the "neutral" smace often is vsed as a "don't know"
space Tather than a "tme nentraly’ Some social scientiss say that the
semantic Aifferential is too arbitrary to be a valid measuring device. They
argue that there is often litile distinction between the '"spaces" made by the
subject, The semantic differential, though, is still the most widely used
device for measnringe "meaning" or attitude. For the original discussion, see

Charles F. Osgoud, George J. Suci and Percy H.'Parni}nbaum, The Measurement

»f Meanin~. Chicaro: University of Illinois Press, 1967.

1hThq t-test is appropriate for determining if the difference between
two sampl> means is statistically significant to some preset level, such
as .0% or .01. Fnrr a discussion of the assumptions and computing procednures

inveolved, nee, for evample., Hubert M. Blalock Jr., Sccial Statistics. New

Yort: MeGraw-ilill Bnaolv Ce., 1960.



